[Schizophrenia - a disorder in its own right?: results from 25 years of the ABC study].
The ABC schizophrenia study conducted by the same team over 25 years initially aimed at illuminating the onset, prodromal stage and sex differences in age at first hospitalization in schizophrenia. New hypotheses were systematically generated from the results achieved. A population-based sample of 276 first admission cases (232 first episodes, age 12-59 years), including a subsample of 130 first admissions (115 first episodes), were assessed to study prodromal stage, first illness episode, medium and long-term course and symptom dimensions in schizophrenia. The samples were compared with age and sex-matched healthy controls and with patients first admitted for unipolar depression. A total of 1,109 consecutive first admissions for schizophrenia spectrum disorders independent from the other study samples were assessed to study changes in symptomatology across the age range. Before the onset of psychotic symptoms the prodromal stages of schizophrenia and severe and moderately severe depression are difficult to distinguish. The most frequent symptom in the course of schizophrenia, depressed mood, also represents the most frequent initial symptom in both disorders. Prodromal depression is a predictor of more depressive and positive symptoms in the first episode but not in the further course of the illness. Psychosis incidence for men, diagnosed according to ICD 9 (295, 297, 298.3/4), shows a pronounced peak at age 15-24 years, for women a lower peak at age 15-29 years and a second, still lower peak at the menopausal age of 45-49 years. The explanation, confirmed in animal experiments, lies in a protective effect of estrogen due to reduced D2 receptor sensitivity. The effect is antagonized by an elevated genetic risk. Functional and social impairment emerge even at the prodromal stage and the severity depends on sex and social status. Young men with schizophrenia show a less favorable social course because of the earlier age of onset and socially adverse illness behavior. Late onset is associated with a milder, primarily paranoid symptomatology and less severe social impairment. Schizophrenia is a disorder of all ages showing roughly equal life time incidence rates for men and women but considerable difference in certain periods of age. The symptom dimensions show a plateau-like course 2-5 years after the first episode. Hidden behind this picture are irregular symptom exacerbations which vary in duration. Schizophrenia conveys the picture of recurrent vulnerability to crisis and not of a stable residual state of disordered brain development or of a progressive neurodegenerative process.